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Reviews

Rufw Jones a n d Mysticism

GRACEAND FAITH:THEMEANSTO SALVATION,
by
Donald S. Nesti, C. S. Sp. Catholic and Quaker
Studies No. 3, 1110 Wildwood Ave., Manasquan,
N.J. 08736, 1975. Offset, 368 pp. $7.50 postpaid.

DANIEL E. BASSUK
Rufus Jones' interpretation of Quakerism, which
did so much to revive and reshape a moribund
Society of Friends earlier in this century, was
mistaken in its central thesis; the very life of
contemporary Quakerism is therefore founded on
an egregious misunderstanding!'
INTRODUCTION

Rufus Jones has been dead now for more than a quarter
of a cenrury. In approaching the task of criticizing the works
of this imposing figure, we ask: has there yet been a fair and
adequate critique of the mysticism of Rufus Jones? Our answer
must be "no." Rufus Jones was without question the most
formidable Quaker figure during his own lifetime (1863-1948)
as well as one of the half dozen most influential figures in the
history of the Society of Friends. It would have been a difficult task while he was still alive to criticize a man who held
thirteen honorary doctors' degrees. The seeds of discontent
with Jones's interpretation of Quaker mysticism were nevertheless sown during his lifetime, but they have not been
adequately developed in the thirty years since his death.
In the last ten years of Rufus Jones's life we see the
beginnings of research which was uncovering evidence very
different from what Jones had been saying. In 1940 Rachel
Hadley King wrote a doctoral dissertation at Yale University
titled "George Fox and the Light Within, 1650-1660," which
interpreted Fox's concept of the Inner Light in a manner
totally at variance with the way in which Jones understood it.
In 1943 the Quaker scholar Lewis Benson published a pamphlet titled Prophetic Quakerism, which, while never referring
to Rufus Jones by name, criticized modern Quakerism for its
misunderstanding of Fox and early Quakerism. Later writings

.
a

We Quakers are in the debt of Donald Nesti for his excellent study of early Quaker "soteriology and sacramentality."
Let me add quickly that the book covers considerably more
ground than the title or sub-title indicate. In fact, this book
comes close to being a systematic theology of early Quakerism
and it is so well done that it deserves to be studied by all
who are interested in the faith of early Friends, and should
be on the shelves of all Quaker libraries.
Donald Nesti first places Quakerism in its religious setting
in the seventeenth century and then develops, through broad
and sound scholarship, the early Quaker understanding of:
revelation, the means of salvation through grace and faith, the
effects of salvation, Christology, ecclesiology, eschatology, church
holiness, and spiritual ministry. Finally he presents briefly the
differences and similarities between Catholicism and Quakerism in various of these areas. I wish that he had given more
space to express his differences and so have opened the door to
fuller dialogue. However, that was not a main purpose in
his study.
It is challenging and stimulating to see ourselves through
the eyes of an able scholar who comes from another tradition.
The terminology - for example, the phrase "union with God"
and even the word "salvation" - is at times out of the broader
Christian tradition and causes one to ask if it truly expresses
the Quaker meaning. More important, however, the insights
of Donald Nesti often come with freshness and authenticity.
With most of this presentation I can heartily agree and say
"Thank you," and where there are questions I find myself so
impressed by the scholarship that I am forced to re-examine
my understanding of early Quaker thought. There is not room
in this review to cover the whole of the book, so let me choose
a few important areas to demonstrate both my agreements and
disagreements.

Throughout the whole of the study Donald Nesti is clear
and strong and correct in underlining the fundamentality and
centrality of experience to the early Quakers. The primary
concern of those Friends was a genuine experience of the
living Christ and all that they did and thought stemmed from
their own experience and their desire to bring others to that
experience.
From this central point Donald Nesti develops the
theology of the Friends, and his detailed presentation of
Christology is one of the most important contributions of the
study. He is right in showing how the concern for experience
led to a Christology that emphasized the eternal Christ and
de-emphasized the historical Jesus. He speaks of the neardocetism of early Friends, but shows that they drew back from
too extreme a position in this matter. They did affirm the
historical life of Jesus and the value of his death and resurrection, but these affirmations were not their main concern.
That concern was to show the work of the eternal Christ at all
times, in all places, and in all persons - the work of the
universal, saving grace-light. From this concern, Donald Nesti
rightly concludes, early Friends opened a door to the separation
between the eternal Christ and the earthly Jesus, and between
the eternal Christ and the inward Light. This separation took
place later and was one of the fundamental causes of the schism
of the nineteenth century and the continuing separation of
Quakerism into two strands - the Christian and the Universal.
I feel sure that we who are Friends today will come to understand better the dynamics of the divisions among us by studyinq closely and carrying further the work of Donald Nesti on
Christology.
A separate note on Christology needs adding. Donald
Nesti does point out the office of Christ as Prophet, but he
does not appreciate sufficiently the importance of this role
given by the early Friends, especially Fox. It is one of the
major contributions made by early Quakers to the Christian
understanding of Christ.
Another area that Donald Nesti explores with great care
is that of ecclesiology. Here again he gives major prominence
to the desire the Quakers had for personal experience. They
believed that a person is a member of the church when he is
"in possession of the Spirit within." The true church is made
up of these living members, and there is no church where there
are not these persons filled with the Spirit of Christ. Thus far
Donald Nesti is correct. However, again and again he empha-

An exciting new Quaker publication which will be of
interest to many readers of QRT is ZnQuest, published by
young Friends in the Pacific Northwest. Those who are
familiar with. the magazine Sojourners will recognize in ZnQuest
the same combinati,on of evangelical Christian faith and radical
social concern, within a specifically Quaker context. ZnQuest
is published sporadically, as funds are available; a new issue
has recently come out. Those who are interested should direct
their inquiries to ZnQuest at 2901 S.E. Steele, Portland, Ore.
97202, or send $5 in faith.
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With most long-standing arguments that refuse to die,
there remains something new to be said. This is certainly
the case here. In QRT the argument has usually focused on
the early Quakers and on ways to understand and interpret
them. What Daniel Bassuk has done is to move the center of
attention to the twentieth century and to look squarely at
Rufus Jones's interpretation itself. As often happens with
such changes in perspective, the outcome is that both critics
and defenders of Rufus Jones have thrown fresh light on an
old and continuing controversy. As the erstwhile "young
Turks" of Quaker theology grow inexorably older, we welcome
these fresh contributions from younger scholars such as Daniel
Bassuk.
QUAKER THEOLOGICAL NEWS NOTES

This issue of QRT will reach subscribers too late to beat
the deadline for registration for this summer's QTDG conference. Perhaps most interested persons will have received the
conference flyer or read conference publicity in other Quaker
periodicals. For the record, the 1978 conference is being held
at Olney Friends School, Barnesville, Ohio, June 26 to 29.
Theme of the conference is "A Theology of Evangelism and
Outreach for Friends." Alan Kolp, Professor of New Testament and Church History at Earlham School of Religion, is
giving a paper on the biblical basis of evangelism and outreach.
T h e traveling ministry in the middle period of Quaker history
is the subject of a paper by William Taber, Friend in Residence at Pendle Hill and teacher at Olney Friends School.
Ronald Allen, pastoral minister of the Friendswood, Texas,
Friends Church, is to address the question of a theology of
effective contemporary outreach.
Recently QTDG has been attempting to get itself recognized by the U.S. government as a non-profit agency. Benefits include the ability to cut down on rising postage costs by
qualifying for the non-profit organization mailing rates. As
part of the effort to meet Internal Revenue Service (sic) guidelines, the QTDG Executive Committee adopted a set of by-laws
at its November 1977 meeting; a copy will be sent on request.
IRS's response to our application has been to classify the
Quaker Theological Discussion Group as a business! An
appeal is now under consideration; despite reduced rates from
our Quaker attorney this is an expensive proceeding, and
contributions toward this extra expense will be most welcome.
They can be sent to QRT at the Alburtis address.
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sizes lhat this is a personal experience, an individual experience, and that these persons are members of the true and
universal church, a church that did not need to be visible even
though it became visible. This emphasis does not ring true to
me and so I am glad that Donald Nesti does indicate the value
of the gathered fellowship. However, even in acknowledging
it he makes it secondary, both in importance and in sequence.
I would say instead that the two cannot be separated in early
Quaker thought, just as sanctification and justification cannot
be. T h e individual experience of the saving work of Christ
and participation in the gathered fellowship of the church are
united and of equal importance. T h e Society of Friends
began with the gathering of a great multitude. I t was in
meetings that the Society was born, for there "the power of
the Lord was over all." T h e visible church existed from the
beginning and Quakerism was and is as concerned for the
corporate as it was and is for the individual response to God.
Another of the major interests of Donald Nesti was an
exploration of the Quaker view of sacraments. H e rightly
concludes that Quakerism was on-sacramental even in a broad
definition of that word. H e understands that this fact is
rooted in the Quaker desire for experience. From his Catholic
perspective he affirms that sacraments can be a means of experience and he speaks convincingly of the role of Christ in the
flesh as the ground for true experience through the sacraments.
In this discussion he touches on a matter that is by n o means
settled among Friends today. I can a q e e with him that there
are real values in sacraments, that they can be a source of
experience. I feel, however, that the early Friends made an
important discovery - not only may the sacraments be hollow
and empty, but it is possible to gain the experience of the
Spirit of God directly, without the aid of sacraments. Donald
Nesti affirms that Catholic doctrine always recognized that
fact (although it may have been de-emphasized during the
Reformation). However, to continue to witness to this truth
is, I believe, one of the special tasks of Friends.
So much more could be said about the values of Donald
Nesti's book and I feel so positive about it that it seems most
inadequate to write a short-review. I strongly urge others who
would know the nature of our Quaker faith to study this fine
book.
Francis B. Hall

